Providing free samples of baby items to newly delivered parents. An unintentional endorsement?
Recent studies have suggested that providing free sample packs of baby items to newly delivered parents may adversely influence parental health behavior. To determine the extent of this practice in Virginia, the head nurses of all 68 newborn nurseries and a random sample of 200 pediatricians were surveyed. Formula samples were being distributed at all hospitals. Formula packs were given to breast-feeding mothers at 65 (95%) hospitals although only 66 percent of the surveyed pediatricians approved of this practice. Samples of baby items other than formula (e.g., baby powder) were being distributed at 66 (97%) hospitals. Some physicians (18%) objected to the distribution of these nonformula samples, and others were not familiar with the content of these packs. In most instances, the hospital medical staff had not voted to approve the distribution of these packs. Parents were being informed only rarely about the source and intent of the packs. The provision of sample packs to newly delivered parents affects approximately 3,000,000 babies each year in the United States. The short- and long-term effects of providing these packs have been inadequately explored. Physicians should make an active decision whether to distribute sample packs. Those physicians choosing to dispense these samples may wish to review and edit the content of the packs and to enclose in the pack a brief note explaining that the provision of the products does not constitute a medical endorsement.